Melanin-concentrating hormone in the medial preoptic area reduces active components of maternal behavior in rats.
Melanin-concentrating hormone (MCH) is an inhibitory neuropeptide mainly synthesized in neurons of the lateral hypothalamus and incerto-hypothalamic area of mammals that has been implicated in behavioral functions related to motivation. During lactation, this neuropeptide is also expressed in the medial preoptic area (mPOA), a key region of the maternal behavior circuitry. Notably, whereas MCH expression in the mPOA progressively increases during lactation, maternal behavior naturally declines, suggesting that elevated MCHergic activity in the mPOA inhibit maternal behavior in the late postpartum period. To explore this idea, we assessed the maternal behavior of early postpartum females following bilateral microinfusions of either MCH (50 and 100 ng/0.2 μl/side) or the same volume of vehicle into the mPOA. As expected, females receiving 100 ng MCH into the mPOA exhibited significant deficits in the active components of maternal behavior, including retrieving and nest building. In contrast, nursing, as well as other behaviors, including locomotor activity, exploration, and anxiety-like behavior, were not affected by intra-mPOA MCH infusion. The present results, together with previous findings showing elevated expression of this neuropeptide toward the end of the postpartum period, suggest that modulation of mPOA function by MCH may contribute to the weaning of maternal responsiveness characteristic of the late postpartum period.